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Efforts by the National Congress in early December to enact legal reforms to strengthen civilian
control over the Honduran police forces provoked harsh reactions from the country's military
leaders. The armed forces' adamant resistance to all military reforms has generated heated debate
over whether president-elect Carlos Roberto Reina will be able to carry out his campaign pledges
to enforce civilian control over the military once in office. Following through on recommendations
made by an ad-hoc commission in April of this year (see Central America Update 04/16/93), in
early December the National Congress approved key legislation outlining the transfer of authority
over certain police and intelligence functions from the armed forces to the civilian government.
The law calls for creation of a Public Prosecutor's Office (Ministerio Publico), to be headed by an
attorney general. Perhaps more important, the law calls for the dissolution of the military-controlled
secret police (Direccion Nacional de Investigaciones, DNI) and its replacement with a new civiliancontrolled Criminal Investigations Department (Direccion de Investigacion Criminal, DIC). The
DIC will include four sub-divisions judicial investigations, intelligence, medical examiner, and antinarcotics all of which will operate under the Public Prosecutor's leadership. The new law stipulates
that all leadership posts in the ministry, including the director of the DIC, must be filled by civilians.
It is not clear, however, what will become of the current force of DNI agents, estimated at about
1,000. All told, the changes represent a significant challenge to the dominance of the military,
which has had an absolute monopoly on all police, intelligence, anti-narcotics, and investigations
functions since the early 1960s. Many members of the civilian political class have come to support
such reforms as an essential step in strengthening the country's notoriously weak judicial system.
The reforms have also been backed by local human rights defense groups, by the US Embassy, and
by other influential sectors hoping to put an end to the tradition of military impunity. Despite the
array of forces supporting the changes, the armed forces reacted negatively to the new legislation,
announcing that they will challenge the new law in the Supreme Court. One day after the vote in
Congress, an angry armed forces chief Gen. Luis Alonso Discua declared that the military views the
legislation as an "imposition." He argued that such decisions should be reached through dialogue
with all parties involved. On Dec. 14, current DNI chief Col. Marco Tulio Ayala filed a complaint
with Human Rights Ombudsman Leo Valladares alleging that the law unfairly "discriminates"
against members of the military by barring them from the post of DIC director. Ayala said he and
Col. Mario Hung Pacheco, head of the military-controlled police (Fuerza de Seguridad Publica,
FUSEP), are preparing to seek an injunction from the Supreme Court against the law on the grounds
that it infringes on the constitutional guarantee of equal rights for civilians and members of the
military. "It is a violation of the human rights of those officers who have come up through the
ranks to now say that they cannot aspire to post of [DIC] director," said Ayala. Both Valladares
and Ramon Custodio, president of the Honduran Human Rights Defense Committee (Comite para
la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos, CODEH), rejected the military's challenge and urged the
civilian government to follow through on the proposed changes. Custodio insisted that the law does
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not infringe on constitutional guarantees, adding that any officer who wishes to become director of
the DIC would simply have to resign from the armed forces first. According to Humberto Palacios
Moya, a prominent attorney who has actively promoted formation of the DIC, the issue at hand is
a simple one: "Just as no one would expect a civilian to serve as commander of an army battalion,
it doesn't make sense to have a member of the armed forces serving as director of a civilian police
body." Irrespective of how the dispute over the DIC is resolved, the armed forces are preparing to
confront a whole series of demilitarization initiatives likely to be proposed during the administration
of president-elect Carlos Roberto Reina. Indeed, throughout the first two weeks of December,
several top military officials confirmed that they had begun informal discussions with Reina and
his top advisors regarding such issues. Reina will take office on Jan. 27, 1994. During his electoral
campaign, Reina promised to carry out important changes in the nation's armed forces. Among
other things, he pledged to reduce defense spending currently estimated to account for about 30%
of the national budget as well as the number of armed forces personnel, presently about 26,000.
Military leaders have declined to comment on specific the issues on the agenda for discussion with
Reina. Nonetheless, based on previous military reform initiatives in Honduras, plus campaign
statements made by Reina and his aides, themes which are likely to be touched on in such talks
include: * Possible compensation measures to get the military to accept substantial cuts in defense
spending. Reina is reportedly concerned that in order to follow through with major campaign
promises regarding increased spending on anti- poverty and social assistance programs, he will
have to make major cuts in the military budget. * Elimination of the practice of budget secrecy
within the armed forces. The military would be forced to open its books to outside scrutiny and
would have to abide by the same fiscal regulations as all other branches of the Honduran state.
* An overhaul of national defense doctrine. This would include a change in the military training
regime, deemphasizing the current concentration on counterinsurgency techniques in order to focus
on issues such as combatting common crime, environmental protection, and defense of human
rights. * Replacement of the powerful post of armed forces chief with a civilian-appointed minister
of defense. * Elimination of forced conscription in favor of a system based on voluntary enlistment.
* Transfer of control over FUSEP from the military to civilian authorities. Clearly, Reina will face an
uphill battle when pushing these reforms, since the military has carefully constructed and jealously
guarded its institutional autonomy over the past 35 years. In fact, in an interview conducted during
the electoral campaign, Reina's chief opponent, governing National Party candidate Oswaldo Ramos
Soto, hinted that the armed forces could be expected to remove Reina from power if he attempted
to impose the changes he contemplates. Still, Reina can count on several factors which place him
in a more advantageous position than his predecessors. First, at the national level, there is a broadbased consensus among diverse business, political, labor and popular organizations on the need
to subordinate the military to civilian rule. In this regard, by staunchly defending the status quo,
the armed forces have become increasingly isolated. Second, Reina will have a powerful ally in his
efforts: ret. Gen. Walter Lopez, one of the president-elect's three vice presidents. Lopez served as
armed forces chief between 1984 and 1986 after leading a shakeup in the military which resulted in
the ouster of his predecessor, Gen. Gustavo Alvarez. Since the elections, Lopez has confirmed that
he supports the Reina administration's goals to push for military reforms, indicating that he hopes
to play an important role as intermediary between Reina's civilian cabinet and the current armed
forces leadership. Lopez also confirmed that one of the first measures likely to be decreed by Reina
is suspension of forced military recruitment. (Sources: Agence France-Presse, 12/03/93, 12/08/93,
12/14/93; Reuter, 12/09/93; United Press International, 12/10/93, 12/13/93; Agencia Centroamericana
de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 12/13/93; Inter Press Service, 12/04/93, 12/11/93, 12/13/93)
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